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Cover illustration: Many thanks to Manohar 

Devadoss for allowing us to use his 2001pen-and-ink 

drawing of the countryside and environs of Madurai, 

his home in India, a scene not much changed since 

Thornton and Lottie Penfield lived there 1867-1872.  

A century later, Manohar and his wife Maheema 

spent several years in Oberlin, Ohio,   home town.  

From his book Multiple Facets of My Madurai, 2007.

 



 

ñDearest, my heart goes after you.  Can it 

be that you are really gone!  How could I 

give you up?  How could I?  Only for Jesus, 

only for Jesus.  The love that binds us to 

Him will bring us yet together.  God bless 

you. Farewell my darling child.ò 
 

Mary Irena Hubbard 

 November 24, 1866 
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Foreword  
 

Since my very first introduction to the 

Penfield letters, almost fifty years ago, I 

have been fascinated by the story they told, 

not only through the fading scrawls on 

fragile and often crumbling pages, but 

because I was able to read between the lines.  

They witnessed of faith beyond any Iôd seen 

exemplified, of a God more powerful and 

loving than I had yet met, and of joy in the 

face of adversity that, in my limited 

experience, was unimaginable.  They 

created in me a hunger to know more, not 

only of these extraordinary people but of the 

God they served and in whom they found 

such a deep sense of satisfaction.  The 

Penfieldsô story, though primarily domestic 

in nature, set me, their great-great-

granddaughter and Lottieôs namesake, on a 

course that would ultimately allow me to 

understand and share their deep, life-



 

changing faith in Christ.  Only He could 

empower their words to continue to minister 

and speak eloquently of Him more than a 

century later, to generations whose extent or 

even existence could scarcely have been 

imagined at the time the words were penned. 

Such a heritage is well worth passing 

along, to help fulfill Psalm 89:1-4: 

 

ñI will sing of the lovingkindness of the 

Lord forever;  

To all generations I will make known 

Your faithfulness with my mouth.   

For I have said, ñLovingkindness will be 

built up forever;  

In the heavens You will establish Your 

faithfulness.ò   

ñI have made a covenant with My 

chosen;  

I have sworn to David My servant,  

I will establish your seed forever  

And build up your throne to all generations.ò 

  (NASB) 



 

 

It is important to focus on God rather 

than on His servants.  But Godôs work 

becomes apparent largely in the context of 

His servantsô lives and effortsðGodôs work 

in and through them, His faithfulness to 

them, and His continuing work, which He 

builds on the foundation He had previously 

laid through their efforts.  So we can read 

and reread these letters and continue to 

marvel at how He shines through both His 

servants and their words.   

As I worked with the letters over the years, 

first organizing them and then transcribing 

many of them from the original barely 

legible sheets, I often felt overwhelmed by 

the task.  How could I ever get through them 

all?  Should I guess at a word?  Did I have 

the right to insert a word that had obviously 

been carelessly omitted?  Should I change 

punctuation to make it more 

understandable?  Who was I to tamper with 

what someone else had written?  But 



 

eventually my editorial background kicked 

in and I decided that the purpose of my 

transcription should be more to help the 

writer express the intended meaning as 

clearly as possible than to preserve 

misspellings, abbreviations originally 

intended merely to save precious space, 

inconsistent capitalization, and questionable 

punctuation, which didnôt affect the meaning 

but whose unfamiliarity made them more 

distracting or confusing than enlightening.  

Therefore, I have allowed myself a few 

liberties with the letters: 

 

1. In order to express the writersô intent 

most effectively, I have retained the original 

wording as much as possible, unless words 

were obviously omitted or utterly 

indecipherable.  In those cases, whenever 

possible, my best guess for the intended 

words is included in brackets within the text.  



 

2. When a word was abbreviated, I 

have, in most cases, spelled the word out in 

its entirety to prevent confusion. 

3. When a writerôs style was to 
consistently omit punctuation or throw in 

inexplicable marks, I have adjusted the 

punctuation to help the modern reader make 

sense out of the text.  However, when the 

same writer clearly intended to use a 

specific punctuation mark, it was retained.  

When, occasionally, the intent was 

uncertain, I took the liberty of making my 

best, educated guess, based on the 

immediate context, content of other letters, 

and what I knew of the writer, the recipient, 

and the situation involved.  Lottie Penfield, 

in particular, tended to emphasize specific 

words with underlining.  This was a definite 

element of her style, and the letters lose 

much of her intent and ñvoiceò if the 

emphasis is omitted; therefore, I have 

retained her emphasis in all letters whenever 

possible.    



 

4. When text was run on in unbroken 

paragraphs, I have taken the liberty of 

breaking it into more readable sections, 

based on topic or chronology.  Conversely, 

when a writer habitually began a new 

paragraph with each sentence, I have 

combined sentences into more logical 

groupings. 

5. Much of what I transcribed was from 

previous transcriptions.  In those letters, I 

allowed myself more freedom in changing 

what I suspected were typographical errors, 

erroneously introduced misspellings, and 

misinterpretation of difficult-to-read script.  

Names in question are usually given using 

the most likely spelling, unless the spelling 

was clearly specified otherwise, either 

elsewhere in the correspondence or in 

trustworthy supplemental materials. 

6. When I knew that the original 

manuscript letters consistently used what 

might be construed today as a misspelling or 

odd grammatical usage, I usually left it in 



 

that form, as reflecting the writing of the 

period.  If there was any doubt, however, as 

when an ñaò might have been misread as a 

ñuò to produce an inappropriate verb form 

(as ñsungò rather than ñsangò), I corrected it 

to assume the writerôs intelligence and 

education rather than to suggest a ñquaintò 

usage. 

7. I have taken the opportunity to 

explain, in footnotes, certain terms, 

situations, and other elements in the text that 

might be of interest to the reader or that 

might raise questions in the readerôs mind, 

and that are not explained within a 

reasonable reading distance within the text 

itself.  I used several sources for this 

information.  Some have been borrowed 

from a previous, partial compilation by 

Susan Davis (1983); other information is 

courtesy of Charles G. Gosselink, who has 

experience in the Madurai region of South 

India, where many of the letters originated; 

still other information is based on my own 



 

research or word-of-mouth family history.  

The research I have incorporated is an 

ongoing project.  Therefore, if any footnotes 

should be erroneous, I apologize and am 

open to corrections, additions, insights, or 

comments from reliable sources to benefit 

subsequent readers.



 

8. To simplify readability, I have 

transcribed the letters into a consistent 

format, using the same style and positioning 

for letter number (when applicable), location 

from which the letter was written (when 

provided), date, and opening notes 

throughout.  Many of the letters were written 

over the course of several days or weeks, 

and several letters to various recipients were 

often written during the same span of time.  

Therefore, with few exceptions, the letters 

have been organized according to the 

earliest date of writing within the letter.   
 

Some of the letters contain, at the 

beginning, a parenthetical statement of some 

kind.  These comments, and the letter 

numbers, were often added later by the 

recipients for their own reference purposes.  

I have retained these comments because they 

include additional information such as the 

length of passage, which may be of interest 

to todayôs readers, and to suggest the 



 

elements that the recipients thought notable 

enough to catalogue.  Not all letters were 

available in their entirety; some pages have 

been lost, damaged, or faded beyond 

salvage.  I have included whatever materials 

were available and that provide enough 

contiguous text to either illuminate 

relationships or advance the story. 

I wish to express my appreciation to the 

Penfields for writing so extensively of their 

day-to-day thoughts and experiences, and to 

the Penfield, Hubbard, and Cowles families 

and their descendants for preserving so 

many of the letters and accompanying 

materials and making them so readily 

available.  I also thank Susan Davis for her 

original compilation of the transcribed 

letters, a task that had become too large for 

me to undertake at the time she proposed to 

take it in hand.  Many thanks, too, to all the 

family members who kept nudging me to 

continue the workðmost notably, Paul 



 

Penfield, Jr.  Thanks to those who materially 

contributed information, encouragement, 

and supportðprimarily to Chuck Gosselink, 

who faithfully and generously responded to 

my long string of email inquiries and to 

Martha Penfield Brown who brought to light 

additional letters I hadnôt known about and 

who, along with other friends and family, 

called my attention to several needed 

corrections.  Thanks to my daughter Carol, 

who helped proofread my transcription and 

hashed out with me the appropriateness of 

certain changes.  And thanks to all those 

family and friends who, at various times, 

unearthed boxes and boxes and more boxes 

of old portraits, papers, and picture albums, 

full of names and dates and places, to 

connect with events, edifices, and visages, 

which would otherwise have remained 

unknown to our later generations.  Finally, I 

want to acknowledge publicly that it was the 

Holy Spirit who called me to this task, who 



 

provided the helpers, materials, and insights 

needed, and who remained patient but 

wouldnôt allow me to set the work aside 

indefinitely.  My sincere thanks and 

blessings to you all!  May our united efforts 

continue to touch many more lives for our 

Lord Jesus. 

 

Charlotte E. Mertz 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

Map of Madura District  
 

 
 

From Seventy-five Years in the Madura 

Mission, by John S. Chandler, 1912 
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